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August is usually the time when we want to sit on the porch in a rocker, with a fan circling overhead, and a cool glass of lemonade in our hand, while we relax in limbo reverie. We know that public schools start back this week. We can feel the stress of leaving summer life and heading back into regular routines. Some of us may wonder how we’re gonna make it.
We come to church, and the preacher says "Its time to talk about our prayer life." But our resistance is ready. I can hear us responding, "It’s too hot to pray. I’m too tired to pray. I feel guilty about not praying. I’m now very religious, so I don’t pray much." All this may be true, but prayer is too important to be left to the monks and nuns. We regular folks need to pray too; it’s a basic spiritual need we all have.
This summer we’ve been saying that if we want to find some newness, we need to look first at Jesus. Newness comes from prayer, and that’s why we need to spend time with Jesus, learning to pray as he did.
It’s amazing that Jesus got so much done in a few short years of ministry. How did he do it all? Day after day, helping all those people, dealing with crowds, teaching, preaching, healing. How did he live with this demanding schedule, without developing ulcers, heart disease, headaches, or other ailments? We need to learn from Jesus, so we can learn to live with our demanding schedules, without developing ulcers, heart disease, headaches, and other ailments. Jesus is our teacher, model, mentor–our Lord. We are his disciples, his students.
People flocked to Jesus because he had a remarkable ability to give love and compassion. He healed the sick. He defended the rights of the poor. He stood for justice and non-violence. Yet he was human like all of us. How did he do it all? He must have had an immeasurable reservoir of compassion and calm. Where did it come from?
I believe that it came from his time with God, from his life of prayer. So today we move to the second in a three-part series on Jesus’ prayer life. I express my indebtedness to Fred Craddock for many of the insights in this series. (See the cassette tape series, "The Prayer Life of Jesus," Bell Tower Productions, Atlanta, GA.)
It is Luke who gives us a careful account of the prayer life of Jesus. Luke says more about Jesus’ prayer life than all the other Gospels combined. Luke sees a direct connection between Jesus’ prayer and the energizing of the Holy Spirit. It was the Spirit that propelled, guided, and energized Jesus, and the Holy Spirit came to Jesus directly from his prayer. At every crucial point in Jesus life–from his baptism, the height of his popularity, to mountaintops, at times when healing was needed, and before his own death, Jesus was praying.
In one of our texts for today, Jesus prays all night. (Luke 6:12-16) He went up on a mountain and spent the night in prayer. When morning came, he called his 12 disciples. It was this prayer of Jesus that gave rise to the all-night prayer meeting. When I was a child I can remember my father going to the church to take his 30-minute turn in the all-night prayer vigil. But there was one man who said, "What am I gonna do for 30 minutes?"
Jesus prayed all night, obviously asking for guidance in selecting his twelve disciples. He knew he couldn’t do all this work by himself. The crowds were getting larger, the need greater. If something happened to Jesus, how would the movement go on? He needed some help; he needed disciples–the word means students, learners.
After praying all night, Jesus came up with a list of twelve. Based on the quality of the twelve he chose, some might wonder if Jesus’ prayer was answered. After all, this was a pretty ordinary group of followers. A rather sorry lot! Two of them would leave him altogether. The others hung on, but they were rather sluggish and slow. He called them apostles, which means "those sent out with authority." This was a very deliberate act for Jesus–first praying through the night, receiving guidance, and then calling these twelve ordinary people, sending them out with authority.
The fact that there were twelve is significant. The twelve disciples correspond to the twelve tribes of Israel. This choice of the twelve seems to be a statement–that in Jesus God is continuing what was done with the Jews. Arising from prayer, Jesus chooses the twelve, combining both memory and hope. The element of memory involves looking back to the twelve tribes of Israel. The element of hope comes in finding people who will continue Jesus’ ministry in the years ahead. It is also clear that Jesus is beginning with a community–not with isolated individuals, but an inclusive community of memory and hope. We could say today that the church began—we began—with an all-night prayer vigil by Jesus himself. (from Fred Craddock)
When we try to start a church, or any new ministry from this church, it seems clear that the only place to start is with prayer. We learned it from Jesus. It is in prayer that we find the source of energy and newness. It is in prayer that we find the Spirit to guide us and empower us. Our Walltown ministry is a case in point. Here at Watts Street we formed a Walltown mission group in 1996, ready to start working in this low-income neighborhood, four blocks from here.
The pastors of the three Walltown churches, plus Watts Street and Blacknall Presbyterian, began meeting together in the fall of 1996. We met every other Thursday to read the Bible and pray. We prayed for three years! During that time, I kept asking, "What are we going to do together–a food pantry, a clothing closet, a community development group." My African American colleagues said, "It’s not time yet." We need to pray some more. We need to "seek God’s face," as Pastor Robert Daniels often said.
He was right. In the fullness of time God sent a major grant from the Duke Endowment, and we started Walltown Neighborhood Ministries, with two staff directors, a social worker, three parish nurses, and four Duke Divinity students serving as community chaplains. Only after prayer can we effectively call out those we need to help. Our tendency may be to jump into the project before we’re spiritually ready. All-night prayer meetings may be needed. We need time to prepare the soil and plant the seed before any crop can appear. The preparation period, the time for prayer, is the most important time.
In another prayer story, Luke 9:18-20, Jesus is praying alone, with the disciples nearby, probably watching him at prayer. At this point, the disciples still haven’t yet figured out that they also needed to pray. They don’t figure that out until chapter 11 when they finally asked Jesus, "Teach US to pray." But at this point, they are watching, observing. Jesus was praying alone, and he turned and said to the disciples, "Who do the crowds say that I am?" He’s asking, "What’s the public opinion?" They say, "Most people see you the same as John the Baptist; you are a forerunner of the Christ, the Messiah."
Then he asked, "But who do YOU say that I am?" Peter says, "You ARE the Messiah." But Peter didn’t’ really understand what that meant. None of them could understand that a Messiah could die. When Jesus kept talking to them about his death, they couldn’t see how a dead person could be Messiah. They were looking for a live Moses to lead them, or a David to be their King, to deliver them out of bondage and suffering. They wanted a Messiah who would lead them out of misery.
The disciples seem to have a view that said, "Wherever the Messiah is, there is no misery." As Fred Craddock says, they needed to be converted to a new understanding: "Wherever there is misery, there is the Messiah." The Messiah doesn’t ride in on a white horse and rescue us from every hardship. That’s magical thinking. The Messiah doesn’t get us out of difficulties, but sends us into the difficulties. We’d all like to believe in a magical Messiah, swooping down to alleviate all our illnesses and turn the neighborhood into a shiny utopia.
Jesus was trying to get the disciples to stop looking for some savior, and to get out into the world and be part of the saving. Get out into the Watts Streets and the Walltowns, where there is misery, and bring the love and compassion of Jesus there.
If we look closely, while Jesus is praying, he is trying to bring guidance to the disciples, to help them understand. They are slow to get it; but he keeps telling them that they can move into the misery and do the same kind of healing miracles that he can do. But we first need to be empowered by the Spirit. It is the Spirit that comes when we pray. And the Spirit energizes us to do impossible things–like our mission with our sister church in Russia, our mission in Walltown, Habitat Geezer Group, Peace and Reconciliation Group, Disabilities mission, and our health ministry in this church. 
When we see energy being released far beyond our own, we can be sure that it is emerging from prayer. The Spirit at work multiplies our efforts.
That’s what Jesus was trying to say to the disciples when he healed the man’s son who had been having seizures. You may remember that Jesus had been on the Mount of Transfiguration with Peter, James and John (Luke 9: 28-36). They had gone there to pray. They had this amazing experience on the mountain; and then when they came down the mountain, the other disciples were there. Jesus said, "What’s going on?" They said that a man is here with his son. The man said, "My son keeps having seizures. I fear he’s going to fall into the fire or the lake. I came here for help, but your disciples couldn’t heal him." Jesus said, "Bring the boy to me." He healed him. Then he turned to the disciples and said, "This kind can come out only through prayer." (Mark 9:29)
Maybe the disciples were finally getting the point. Only a short time later, they asked Jesus, "Teach us to pray." They finally saw that what gave Jesus his energy, his healing power, his capacity to make a difference was prayer.
No prayer, no healing. No prayer, no compassion. No prayer, no alleviation of misery. The choice is clear. If we move into human misery, we’ll need the power, authority and conviction of Jesus. In short, we need the Spirit of God. When we move into human misery, the Messiah is there with us. According to Luke, the only place we can receive that energy, guidance and courage, is through prayer.
Jesus worked miracles, and so can we. It happens through prayer.
Let us pray: God, help us to learn to spend 30 minutes with you, an hour with you each day. Help us to receive a word that you send and meditate on that word. Help us to sit with you, as we would sit with any person we love. Help us to absorb your goodness. Help us to give to you our cares and concerns, to release them into your mercy. May we be free to give you the love in our hearts, the affection we feel, the longing we hold for you.
Bless our time with you, that our prayer may bring closeness to you and closeness to each other. And by your Spirit, help us not to be afraid of our own strength. Help us to move with you into the middle of human misery and change it–through finding the people, money, medical help, education, organization, or whatever it takes to bring hope and healing to people in need. We pray in the name and in the way of Jesus. Amen.
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